















QUT Digital Repository:  
http://eprints.qut.edu.au/ 
Sidhu, Ravinder and Taylor, Sandra C. (2007) Educational provision for refugee 
youth in Australia: left to chance?. Journal of Sociology 43(3):pp. 283-300. 
 
          © Copyright 2007 Sage Publications 
The final, definitive version of this article has been published in the Journal, 






Educational provision for refugee youth in Australia: left to chance? 
 
 
Dr Ravinder Sidhu 
School of Education 
University of Queensland 
r.sidhu@uq.edu.au 
 
Associate Professor Sandra Taylor 
Faculty of Education 






Educational provision for refugee youth in Australia:  
left to chance? 
 
 







This paper investigates how education bureaucracies in Australia are using languages of 
categorisation and promoting community partnerships to construct and govern the refugee 
subject. We use a framework of governmentality to analyse education policies and 
statements emerging from two levels of government - Commonwealth and State. Drawing 
on web-based materials, policy statements and accounts of parliamentary debates, the 
paper documents the ways in which refugee education continues to be subsumed within 
broader education policies and programmes concerned with social justice, 
multiculturalism, and English language provision. Such categorisations are premised on an 
undifferentiated ethnoscape that ignores the significantly different learning needs and 
sociocultural adjustments faced by refugee students compared with migrants and 
international students. At the same time, educational programmes of inclusion that are 
concerned with utilising community organisations to deliver services and enhance their 
participation, point to the emergence of ‘government through community partnerships’; a 
mode of governance increasingly associated with advanced liberal societies.   
 
  










The 1990s witnessed an ascendency of neoliberal ideas that emphasised, among other 
things, a greater role for the private sector, reduced public sector spending and the 
inclusion of corporate style management practices. A concept that subsequently emerged 
and gained currency in this period was the notion of active citizenship and its related 
discourses of participation, active civil society and community. Where once good 
governance was concerned with ‘society’ with an attendant emphasis on government’s 
responsibility to actively facilitate the necessary conditions for a good life through 
provision of economic stability and quality education and health care services, the 
cornerstone of good governance now would rest on increasing participation by ‘the 
community’ (Rose,1996).   
 
This paper examines how governance by, and through, community is shaping one aspect of 
the equity in education agenda.  We take as our focal point, a specific equity group, 
refugees, and examine how the policies of the Commonwealth and State education 
departments are responding to their educational needs.  Our interest is in how the state 
constitutes educational equity for refugees, and how it locates their needs against those of 
other equity groups.  We were interested in the following question: How are equity issues 
for refugee students framed and what language is used?  We investigated this question 
using governmentality as our conceptual framework. 
 
There are four sections to this paper. Section One outlines the theoretical and 
methodological approach that has informed this paper – governmentality -  and describes 
how this framework will be applied to identify the rationalities and practices that shape the 
management of refugee education. Section Two establishes the contextual background that 
informs education provision for refugee youth with a discussion of how neoliberalism has 
shaped social policies in Australia.  These debates on neoliberalism inform our analysis of 
how State and Commonwealth authorities frame the education agenda for refugees in 
Section Three. We conclude the paper in Section Four and discuss the implications for the 





Theoretical and methodological approach: governmentality 
 
Governmentality is a theoretical framework that is associated with Michel Foucault’s 
historical analysis of governance of the Westphalian nation-state in 18th century Europe.  
At its simplest, governmentality is an analytical framework for understanding the exercise 
of power and authority. For Foucault (1991) government is a plural and multidimensional 
undertaking which takes into account formal and informal processes through which 
individuals are managed, and populations are governed. Foucault’s definition of 
governmentality, captured in the phrase the ‘conduct of conduct’, exceeds conventional 
theories of the state that locate power in the politico-juridical apparatus (sovereign power).  
Power is not regarded as oppressive but as having a productive dimension.  It is seen as 
giving rise to bodies of knowledges, expertise, institutions, strategies, and multiple  
identities (subjectivities) for social actors. Governmentality presumes the participation of 
citizens, seeking empowerment through the exercise of choice and freedom (Dean, 1999; 
Rose, 1996, 1999b). That stated, the use of governmentality as a theoretical and 
methodological framework to study the circumstances of refugees requires additional 
considerations.   
 
First, it is noted that governmentality theorists have focused largely on domestic spaces. 
Understanding the circumstances of refugees, by contrast, requires engagement with the 
concept of transnationality given that their experiences are imbricated by forces and 
processes beyond the nation-state. Second, it is erroneous to understand governmentality as 
a form of governance exercised in its entirety through freedom.  As Hindess (2004) 
demonstrates, Foucault’s conceptualisation of governmentality was based on the liberal 
European nation-state, leading him to attribute a pivotal role to governance through 
freedom.  Hindess argues that Foucault paid insufficient attention to the role of dominance.   
However, a historical mapping of practices of liberalism in territorial and extra-territorial 
contexts would suggest that freedom and domination are not anomalous to liberalism; 
domination coexists with freedom and its subsets – choice, self-empowerment and 
participation (Dean, 1999: 131-133; Hindess, 2004: 30-31; Pratt and Valvedere, 2002).  
The co-articulation of freedom with domination provides a theoretical basis for 
understanding the illiberal practices used by liberal democracies in governing refugees of 
which there are many examples. We offer two illustrations.  First, the criminalisation of 
asylum seekers and their subsequent placement outside the moral order through a litany of 
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laws, regulations and policies (Brennan, 2003; Crock and Saul, 2002; Christie and Sidhu, 
2006; Pratt and Valvedere, 2002).  Second, the disparity in refugee-management practices 
which is premised on treating European refugees as political subjects who have a 
commitment to liberty and democratic governance, and African refugees as subjects of 
‘underdevelopment’ (Lui, 2004).  
 
Pinning down a formal step-by-step method that applies the governmentality framework 
presents some problems given Foucault’s cautionary reminder to avoid methodological 
fundamentalism. However, as O’Farrell (2005) maintains in her discussion of 
‘Foucauldian’ methodology, this does not mean that ‘anything goes’.  ‘Certain rules must 
still be observed…these rules involve processes of empirical and historical 
verification’(52). With this in mind, we use Rose’s (1999a: xi-xii) six-step analytic grid to 
analyse understandings and representations of educational equity: problematisation (how 
something becomes a problem), explanations (the language and grammar of explanatory 
systems), technologies (the technical means to assess and intervene), authorities (experts 
and the expertise they wield), subjectivities (governable and governing subjects), and 
strategies (the strategic aspects of governmental aspirations).  
 
The research reported here is part of a larger project.1 This paper focuses on how  two 
different levels of government in Australia, Federal (Commonwealth), State/Territory 
governments address schooling for refugee youth. Data collected for this study were 
publicly available web based materials relating to the education of refugee youth, eg policy 
documents and statements, and guidelines for teachers. An initial search for ‘refugee 
education’ was made on all of the government websites.  If this proved unsuccessful – as 
was often the case - allied terms such as ‘multicultural’, ‘migrant’, ‘ESL’ (English as a 
Second Language) were used as search keywords. Most of the information for analysis was 
sourced from education department websites, although relevant material was also found on 
other government web sites, eg multicultural affairs, immigration and ethnic affairs, or 
Premier and Cabinet, and from Hansard records of parliamentary debates.  
 
Before moving to the analysis of website materials we provide a discussion of 
neoliberalism as the contextual background to the investigation of the educational 
provision for refugee youth in Australia. 
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Neoliberal approaches:  the rise of community and partnership  
 
The neoliberal ideas now dominating education policies have been seen to be necessary 
for economic development in a global context, and have been promoted through the 
policies of international organisations such as the World Bank and the OECD (Henry et 
al, 2001; Robertson, 2005).  The political script of neoliberalism is often traced back to 
the United States and the United Kingdom, often regarded as the ‘ideological heartlands’ 
of neoliberalism’s discursive production. However, it is important to acknowledge that 
neoliberalism is not an undifferentiated and monolithic project but varies across space 
and over time.  At the same time, it is also necessary to acknowledge similarities or a 
broad ‘family resemblance’ in neoliberal policies and practices. With this in mind, 
Tickell and Peck (2003: 166) suggest reconceptualising neoliberalism in process terms as 
neoliberalization which they define as, ‘mobilization of state power in the contradictory 
extension and reproduction of market-(like) rule’.   Underpinning the complex and 
multifaceted aspects of neoliberalisation are a set of hybrid politics which capture 
distinctively ‘local/national’ mediations which include shifting balances of political 
forces, the aspirations of a number of state and non-state actors, sites of resistance and the 
legacies of key institutions.     
 
Tickell and Peck (2003:169-172) have proposed a schema for understanding the ways in 
which neoliberal ideas are being re-worked by state institutions to govern refugees.  They 
identify three broad modes of neoliberalisation: proto-neoliberalism, roll-back 
neoliberalism and roll-out neoliberalism. Although the emergence of neoliberalism is 
usually periodised within the 1980s, Tickell and Peck suggest that the first phase, proto-
neoliberalism, predates the 1980s.  Proto-neoliberalism,  largely confined to the realm of 
ideas, was dominated by a discourse of anti-Keynesian economics and ‘state failure’.  It 
was an ‘extra-state’ project whose principal agents were theorists and philosophers 
located in liberal think-tanks within the US.  The next phase, roll-back neoliberalism was 
a state project that was embraced with much enthusiasm by governments in UK, NZ, US.  
 
At the national level, roll-back neoliberalism was informed by a discourse that extolled 
the merits of small government, deregulation, privatisation as the preferred forms of 
service delivery and entrepreneurialism. At the international level, supranational 
institutions such as the World Bank and IMF advocated ‘structural adjustment’ 
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programmes for developing countries to constrain inflation, cut government spending and 
introduce market-oriented rules.  The third and current phase, roll-out neoliberalism is a 
wider and deeper form of neoliberalisation characterised by neoliberal state building. 
This variant shares the market logics of earlier forms of neoliberalism but differs in its 
political rhetoric. Third Way policies as seen in the UK typify roll out neoliberalism.  
 
Roll out neoliberalisation involves a rolling back of welfare policies and an attendant 
emphasis on ‘mutual responsibility’ (see Giddens, 1998), along with the introduction 
of more interventionist policies in managing welfare populations and institutions.   
Paradoxically, there is now a greater emphasis on inclusion, collaboration and 
partnership between state and non-state actors (Larner and Craig, 2005: 403; Larner 
and Butler, 2005: 92-93). References to social capital, social cohesion, and social 
inclusion and exclusion have replaced the language of equity of social justice in social 
policies. Welfare policy is the site of  new relationships between central and local 
government, and also between the providers and recipients of welfare.   For example, 
as part of the ‘Third Way’ approach to welfare in the UK, there has been a shift to 
organise delivery of services locally.   It is claimed that such partnerships with their 
localisation ethic are more user centred and focused, than when services are organised 
in terms of professional interests and bureaucratic boundaries (Social Exclusion Unit, 
1998, in Bagley et al. 2004: 596).  Such ‘Third Way’ approaches are noted for 
combining ‘bottom up’ approaches within a performance management framework 
with ‘top down’ monitoring. 
 
This, then, is the broader neoliberal policy agenda shaping education and social policy 
trends in Australia.  In the next section we present our analysis of website materials using 
Rose’s framework outlined above. We examine how refugees are made visible in policy 
statements and website postings and the consequences for educational provision.  
 
Analysis of website material 
 
Risk Management Through Social Capital? 
The task of understanding how educational equity policies and programmes affect refugees 
demands some level of engagement with the broader issue of refugee settlement. The most 
influential Australian government department in matters relating to the reception and 
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settlement of refugees is the Department of Immigration and Multicultural and Indigenous 
Affairs (DIMIA). Under its mandate to facilitate favourable settlement outcomes for 
refugees new arrivals, DIMIA espouses a ‘whole of government’, ‘cross-portfolio  
approach’ to the issue of refugee settlement.   To this end, its policy statements and reports 
are important in understanding governmental constructions of the refugee problem.  We 
discuss the findings of one report which has been used in DIMIA’s consultations with 
other levels of government and community organisation - Review of Settlement Services for 
Migrants and Humanitarian Entrants which concluded that that settlement outcomes for 
refugees were generally poorer than for other groups of migrants due to their experiencing 
‘greater instability and disruption to their lives before migrating to Australia’ (DIMIA, 
2003: 2).   
 
While noting the need for ‘focused and early intervention’ and settlement services that 
foster ‘early and equitable participation’, the Review framed its recommendations for 
alleviating disadvantage around the goal of  building social capital (DIMIA, 2003). Social 
capital, defined in the Review as ‘the building of relationships characterised by trust and 
expectations of reciprocal support’, was discursively linked to successful settlement.  It 
was noted that diminished social capital would lead to ‘a greater risk of isolation, social 
dislocation and the costs imposed by anti-social behaviour’.  Early effective intervention 
with ‘at risk arrivals’ was necessary to reduce social and economic exclusion from 
mainstream Australian society, including the possibilities of ‘inter-generational effects’ 
(DIMIA, 2003: 320-321).  The language of redistributive justice was conspicuously absent; 
the problem to be tackled was avoiding a decline in social capital and dispersing refugees 
to regional areas to prevent their concentration in urban centres. It was acknowledged that 
in surviving their pre-migration experience, refugees had demonstrated ‘their 
resourcefulness and resilience’, and the Review cautioned against ‘a deficit model …that 
focuses only on the disadvantages of entrants rather than their potential  to contribute to 
Australia’ (320).  However, this relatively positive tenor was subsumed by the language of 
risk and the dangers presented to their integration by declining social capital.  
 
DIMIA’s websites postings confirm the Department’s shift in emphasis from the socio-
structural contexts of settlement to the level of the community and individual. There are 
indications that the Department problematises the settlement of refugees around the issue 
of unsuccessful transition. School children are seen to be ‘at risk of not making successful 
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transitions due to their pre-migration experiences, low English language proficiency, and 
recency of arrival in Australia’ (DIMIA 2003: 2, our emphasis).  There are also references 
to ‘symptoms of traumatisation’, ‘depression’ and ‘language and cultural barriers’ 
(DIMIA, 2003: 11). The Department of Education and Training (DET) in the state of New 
South Wales (NSW) is also concerned about transition. Its website describes initiatives to 
assist refugee students with ‘the transition from IECs [Intensive English Centres] to high 
school’.  Transition is also flagged as a problem for refugee families. 
 
The discursive links between transition and risk factors such as pre-migration experiences,   
poor levels of social capital , and refugees’ embodied attributes (‘language and cultural 
barriers’) mean that the success of settlement is reframed as the responsibility of refugee 
communities and individuals. The impact of poverty, unemployment and racism, and the 
responsibilities of governments to provide well resourced services are rendered less 
important.  Rose (2000: 1406) notes that a governmental emphasis on social capital and 
values as a way of tackling ‘exclusion’ ‘transforms the problem of poverty into one that 
has less to do with material or cultural resources than with a lack of belongingness and of 
responsibility and duty to others, generated through connection to the responsibilizing 
circuits of moral community’.  
 
In the field of education, risk discourses have enjoyed a particular prominence in recent 
times with plethora of policy documents and reports describing and constituting ‘at risk’ 
categories of youth’.  The objects of intervention have included literacy and numeracy 
programmes, and policies designed to increase school retention; and have targeted boys, 
indigenous youth and entire populations considered at risk of leaving school early (see te 
Riele, 2006).   As discussed earlier, the inclusion of refugee students into the risk discourse 
has been framed around transition and settlement, with both sets of processes concerned 
with improving the social capital networks of refugees.  Welfare and education 
interventions have subsequently focused on developing social capital, with an attendant 
focus on trust, cooperation and mutual responsibility. These interventions have taken the 
form of developing functional home-school relationships, the provision of trauma 
counselling and group work for refugee youth and to a lesser extent, professional 
development for teachers (see Hamilton and Moore, 2004, Chapter 8).  
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We speculate on possible consequences arising from the use of the risk discourse to 
structure educational interventions for refugees. First, the establishment of a governance 
system premised on risk creates possibilities for perpetuating the at-risk subjectivity for 
refugee youth, while rendering peripheral the resilient subject-position, an equally vital 
narrative in understanding and building upon the extraordinary childhoods of refugee 
children and youth (Candappa and Egharevba, 2002;  see also Lupton and Tulloch, 2002 
for discussion of at-risk subjectivities). Second, the dual influence of risk management and 
social capital as rationalities for interventions may have the consequence of shifting the 
focus away from broader structural and systemic issues, and instead placing responsibility 
for avoiding social dislocation on individuals and communities themselves (te Riele, 2006; 
see also Amin, 2005; Rose, 1996, 2000).  
 
Locating Refugee Students   
The  practice of clustering learners with significantly different learning needs is 
widespread. Refugee students are seldom given specific attention in website materials, in 
most they are invisible or ‘buried’ among ‘newly arrived migrants’, ‘learners with ESL 
needs’, ‘ESL learners’, ‘students from non-English-speaking backgrounds’, and ‘students 
of cultural and linguistic backgrounds other than English’ The Australian Capital 
Territory‘s Department of Education and Training policy on English as a Second Language 
acknowledges children of diplomats and visiting academics as ESL learners, but not 
refugees (DET, ACT, 2002: 2).  
 
Our early work with teachers suggests that pedagogical practices used with traditional ESL 
learners who are literate and numerate in their first language, have limited success when 
used in classroom with refugee youth who have experienced significant disruption to their 
schooling. This finding is supported by Miller, Mitchell and Brown’s (2005) work on 
learning issues faced in Australian classroom by refugees from Sudan, calling into question 
the effectiveness of clustering learners with significantly different learning needs under a 
single funding and policy framework.  
 
Governing Rationalities: Social Justice or Multiculturalism? 
Equity policies that impinge on refugee youth fall under two broad rationalities:  
multicultural education and social justice. For example, South Australia and Western 
Australia are using the language of social justice and equity; New South Wales and 
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Victoria have placed refugee education under the category of ‘multicultural education 
strategies’.  To some extent these differences between the states reflect their differing 
histories of migration and engagement with agendas of social justice and multiculturalism. 
 
ESL programmes have a high visibility in most education department websites, where they 
are imbued with the power variously to create literate subjects, active citizens and to 
contribute towards cohesive community relations. The ACT’s English as a Second 
Language Policy (DET, 2002:2), for example, is unambiguous in its declaration that 
‘English is the principal language enabling power and access in Australian society’. 
Framed in the language of Access and Equity, a moral imperative informs the creation of a 
‘literate and articulate English proficient subject who has the skills and attributes to 
participate in, and contribute towards, a just equitable democratic society’.  We suggest 
that these pronouncements fail to acknowledge, or respond effectively to the realities of 
bilingual learners. 
 
A search for ‘refugees’ on the  website of the Education Department of  Western 
Australia leads to the Department’s Social Justice in Education Policy which refers to 
students from non-English-speaking backgrounds. The document acknowledges that 
educational access and equity requires a longer-term commitment, and that language 
and cultural needs are linked.  However, there is no specific mention of refugees, and 
educational provision for this group in a broader context of tight funding and 
competing claims from other disadvantaged groups remains unclear.  
South Australia’s Social Justice in Education Policy is framed in the language of social 
justice and social inclusion while at the same time drawing on principles of 
multiculturalism.  Although refugees are not listed specifically, several references to 
refugee students are found in the School Retention Reference: Interim Report of the 
Consultation, an initiative of South Australia’s Social Inclusion Unit. Located in the 
Department of Premier and Cabinet, the Unit is concerned (along with other issues) in 
investigating how school retention rates can be improved (Social Inclusion Unit, 2003: 17). 
The Report also makes reference to the particular skills and understanding needed for 
working with refugee students (24).  Again, what is less clear is the priority given to the 
social justice of refugees and asylum seekers in the current context of funding constraints 
and minimalist equity policies.  
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In NSW, ESL programmes, grouped under ‘Multicultural Education’ along with ‘Anti-
racism education’ and ‘multicultural perspectives across the curricula’, are charged with 
the responsibility of contributing towards social cohesion and community relations.  
NSW’s Community Relations Commission and the Principles of Multiculturalism Act 
(2001) have a prominent presence on the website of the NSW Department of Education 
and Training.  The Act is conferred with significant agency to ‘recognise and value 
different linguistic, religious and ethnic backgrounds of the people of NSW’; and to 
‘promote the equal rights and responsibilities of all the people of the state’. Language 
proficiency, participation and community are joined together to further the economic well 
being of the state. The English proficient subject is also expected to share ‘common values 
and language’ with the broader Australian society, a vital ingredient for social cohesion 
(NSW Multicultural Education Policy).  However, as with other education web sites, 
information on the provision of ESL services is either not provided or typically general: 
The ESL General Support Program provided specialist ESL teacher support to 66,938 
ESL students in 558 primary schools and 20,737 ESL students in 213 high schools 
(NSW, Dept of Education & Training: 2003). 
  
On first reading, these statements infer a robust ESL programme that is reaching large 
numbers of students but a more careful investigation reveals that ESL funding budgets 
have not kept up with increased numbers of learners including those with more complex 
learning needs. The NSW Teachers Federation notes that:  From 1983 until 2004 the face-
to-face ESL teacher to ESL student contact ratio increased from 1:55 to 1:110 (primary) 
and from 1:42 to 1:78  (secondary) (Gavrielatos, 2004).  The Federation also notes that 
attempts by the NSW Dept of Education in 2002 and 2003 to secure funding from Treasury 
for 100 additional ESL teacher positions, in line with a recommendation made by the 
Vinson Inquiry into Public Education in NSW, were unsuccessful (Gavrielatos, 2004). 
 
The Victorian Education Department’s website carries numerous references and links to 
strategies and resources to assist schools and teachers, including the Resource Gateway: 
for teachers working with refugee young people in Victoria, suggesting an awareness of the 
issues facing teachers on the ground.  Like NSW, the Department’s website gives 
prominence to the legislative basis for cultural pluralism provided by the Multicultural 
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Victoria Act (2004) and the Racial and Religious Tolerance Act (2001).  Also promoting 
cultural pluralism as a social good is the Multicultural Policy for Victorian Schools. 
 
Queensland’s Education Department uses the language of inclusion and diversity but fails 
to mention refugees. Queensland is generally regarded as lagging in the provision of 
appropriate services to culturally and linguistically diverse communities, a legacy of the 
state’s political history.  However, in 2004 the Queensland government introduced a 
Multicultural Policy framed in social justice terms:     
As a policy, multiculturalism promotes social justice and equity for disadvantaged 
non-English-speaking communities, women and young people of culturally and 
linguistically diverse backgrounds and newly arrived refugees and migrants. 
(Multicultural Affairs Queensland, 2004: 2) 
A whole-of-government approach to multiculturalism is being advocated with government 
departments required to formulate annual multicultural action plans; multicultural 
performance indicators would be incorporated into the performance agreements of senior 
bureaucrats. Notably, Education Queensland’s website does not carry any references to the 
state’s Multicultural Policy, nor does it publicise its multicultural action plan.  
 
Resource Management through ‘Gate keeping’ 
In the global climate of ‘risk’ and crisis over refugees, the Commonwealth government has 
instigated tight controls over borders and citizenship.  This ethos of control is reflected in 
the strict guidelines regarding eligibility for educational provisions using visa categories – 
an example of governmentality par excellence. Several departmental websites display 
information about regulations, guidelines and eligibility for educational provisions, 
suggesting the existence of gatekeeping practices to safeguard scarce ESL resources. 
DEST lists two pages of Visa Subclasses, composed of 72 Permanent Visa Categories and 
15 Temporary (Provisional) Visa Categories, as a guide for schools  to establish who is 
eligible for funding under the Program (DEST, 2006).  On the WA Department of 
Education website, departmental personnel are cautioned that procedures concerned with 
enrolling refugees  need ‘careful handling’. Guidelines such as these offer hints on how the 
sovereignty of the state is made real and realisable through a series of technical minutiae.  
 
State governments have been vocal in their criticisms of the Federal government’s 
temporary protection visa (TPV) regime, arguing that the differential access to services 
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instituted by the regime was ‘inhumane’ and designed ‘to shift the costs of service 
provision to the State and the already stretched community sector’ (Multicultural Affairs 
Queensland, 2001: 3). However, they have cooperated in enforcing these restrictions and 
have themselves been criticised for not extending sufficient support for the education of  
refugees and asylum seekers.  The Victorian, NSW and Queensland governments allow 
some categories of TPV holders access to secondary schools (RAABE, undated : 2) but in 
Queensland children who hold Bridging Visas (a TPV category) still need to obtain special 
ministerial permission to attend school every term. 
 
Partnerships:  For what ends? 
Policies and program rationales suggest that the management of refugees is premised 
on developing sets of horizontal and vertical partnerships, between the different levels 
of government, with community and with private sector organisations. The Executive 
Summary of DIMIA’s Review of Settlement Services states explicitly that one of the 
aims of the review was ‘to strengthen partnerships between service providers and 
government’. (DIMIA, 2003: 1). The NSW Department of Education and Training’s 
Ethnic Affairs Priorities Statement, Report 2003 documents funding for multicultural 
education strategies to include ‘support for refugee education strategies to support 
positive community relations and build links with culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities’ (NSW Government, 2003: 9).  It also provides a list of community 
organisations and government departments that are cooperating or collaborating with 
the department (26).  
 
Similarly, the Queensland Department of Education and the Arts, Annual Report 
(2004: 42) reported on ‘initiatives to improve learning outcomes and quality of 
participation of ESL students in schools’. Hansard records of Queensland 
parliamentary debate notes that the Queensland Premier tabled a two page list 
outlining the state’s funding initiatives for services relating to refugees.  These 
included numerous small grants to community organisations in education, health, 
vocational training and the arts.  In education, $60 000 was allocated to the Refugee 
Students Program while $22,750 was provided for Building Inclusion for and with 
Young Refugees (Queensland Hansard, 1st April 2003, pp. 993-995).  The issue of 
why such modestly funded initiatives were accorded relatively extensive discursive 
space in the parliamentary annals is worthy of further investigation.  
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Partnerships are also the focus of South Australia’s Social Inclusion Unit which 
emphasises a ‘spirit of doing things differently and joining up efforts across government 
departments’, as well as working closely with communities.  The catchwords are ‘working 
collaboratively and in partnership’ (see, ‘About the Social Inclusion Unit’). 
 
Discussion and implications 
 
Several conclusions can be drawn from our preliminary study. First, refugee students are 
either invisible or marginalised on most of the education websites. The tendency to 
conflate refugees with migrants, ‘new arrivals’ or ‘ESL learners’, means that language 
needs are recognised in policy, while the more complex educational needs of refugee 
students, such as limited literacy skills in their first language, are not acknowledged in 
policy funding frameworks. Although education departments are avoiding ‘deficit’ 
approaches and ‘othering’ by not naming refugees as a ‘special needs’ targeted group, the 
practice of ignoring them or marginalising them in policy discourse places them at a 
significant disadvantage.   
 
Second, and in relation to the first point, we stress the importance of considering the issues 
of both cultural and socio-economic justice in order to respond to the complexity and 
nuances that delineate the lived realities of refugee students. Fraser’s (2003) ‘norm of 
participatory parity’ acknowledges the importance of material and cultural conditions for 
individuals to participate as social equals. Presently, the key concepts that are relevant to 
equity policies – inclusivity, cultural diversity and multiculturalism, social cohesion, active 
citizenship and risk management - are defined differently in different contexts, and are not 
well articulated into a coherent agenda for educational equity.  
 
Third, in relation to policy issues, there is an emphasis on partnerships with community 
agencies in the current approaches being taken by government departments.  Good practice 
service delivery models highlight the importance of ‘successful partnerships’ between 
community and religious organisations, schools, and local and state governments. A 
number of localised strategies aimed at supporting the educational and transition needs of 
refugee youth have emerged from these partnerships, for example, homework clubs, and 
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various youth programmes including conflict management and self-esteem development 
groups which are run at schools during school time.  
 
What is clear is that partnerships are being deployed in ‘capacity building’ (to use a term 
from development discourse), drawing together the institutional resources of government 
and non-government organisations, but with strict delineations of the roles and 
responsibilities of government bodies.   These partnerships are informed by neoliberal 
policy rationales. They rest on limited budgets and create further burdens for the already 
over-stretched community welfare sector. It would appear that the notion of partnerships 
with community is being used by all levels of government – Commonwealth, State and 
local governments – to convince their electorates of their commitment to improve the 
delivery of public services 
 
For community organisations in the current policy context, budgetary constraints are a 
driving force that steers them towards the welfare dollars offered by such partnerships. 
Many agencies enter into partnerships in order to be able to provide services for their 
clients.   They are staffed by individuals who have long histories of engaging in bottom-up, 
community activism and are motivated by a concern for refugee populations. Partnerships 
across sectors, and with other community organisations and government bodies, then, are 
often the only ethical way of coping in an environment that increasingly features 
competitive contractualism and limited resourcing (see Larner and Craig, 2005). 
  
In this context it is not surprising to find a robust debate about the meaning of the ethos of 
partnership. The international literature on partnerships points to mixed outcomes.   For 
some commentators, the discursive mobilisation of partnerships signals the arrival of a new 
form of social governance featuring the return of trust and collaboration (Clarke and 
Glendinning, 2002, cited by Larner and Craig, 2005).  Similar views are expressed by 
those who claim that partnerships signal a return to old-style economic liberalism, that 
emphasises human capabilities and social investment (Sen, 1999, quoted by Larner and 
Craig, 2005: 403).    
 
A governmentality of partnership and community in alliance with the individualised ethos 
of neoliberal politics that features greater emphasis on personal responsibility and control 
over one’s fate in not likely to live up to the promise of holistic, integrated service delivery 
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(Crawshaw and Simpson, 2002; Rose, 2000). Individuals and organisations charged with  
‘building communities’ are ultimately measured against criteria and standards that reflect 
neoliberal values: ‘Community participation will become an instrument of political 
conformity and control rather than a means for inculcating active citizenship…’ (Amin, 
2005, p. 621).  
 
While there is a need to approach the emancipatory potential of partnerships cautiously, 
equally, there is a need to avoid the tendency to portray neoliberalism as a behemoth 
whose arrival ended a ‘golden’ era of Keynesian welfarism. For Larner (2005:12), the 
basis for political struggle lies in first unsettling the monolithic image of neoliberalism to 
seeing it as a hybrid set of rationalities and practices,  ‘…it encourages us to centre 
political struggle in our analyses, rather than seeing the political configurations [of 
neoliberalism]  as monolithic projects imposed on passive victims’.  Yeatman takes a 
similar position, arguing that possibilities still exist for ‘the reformulation of citizenship 
values and ideals so that they are responsive to new standards of inclusion and justice’ 
(1998: 138).  
 
What does all of this mean for the types of education services provided for refugee youth 
and what is the prognosis for alleviating the educational disadvantages that they face?  The 
comments we offer are provisional given that our research is a work in progress. We 
suggest that the effect of governing through community devolves the responsibility for 
building functional citizens to individual schools, communities and the refugees 
themselves. It is debatable whether the types of partnerships that are being forged with 
community organisations are sufficiently ‘equal’ for these agencies to actively shape the 
policy agenda for the education of refugee youth.  By installing partnership as a mode of 
governance, the salience of the social is reduced in favour of the community, creating the 
conditions for policy on the run. The state reacts to crisis rather than planning and leading.  
The overall effect is of fragmenting the equity agenda of previous times, when the social 
was understood to be influenced by embedded structural power asymmetries and required 
intervention, coordination and monitoring by the state.  
 
Finally, our findings suggest that the education market militates against the provision of a 
welcoming and caring environment for young people from a refugee background. Rutter 
and Jones (1998) found that pressures arising from competition for high achieving 
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students, coupled with a policy and consumer environment that is increasingly influenced 
by a ‘league tables’ mentality, steered British state schools to reject disadvantaged students 
such as refugees.  Our early observations support this perspective. State schools in 
Queensland that are marketing themselves to  fee-paying international students to improve 
their financial status have expressed concern that the presence of refugee students with 
complex learning needs could compromise their   performance in the academic league 
tables, thus making them less attractive to a fee paying clientele.  
 
While we recognise that there are some positive features associated with the community 
focus; in the current situation of limited resources, educational provision for refugee 
education is left to chance.   Reducing the salience of the social in favour of community 
partnerships with well-meaning welfare organisations will not solve the formidable 
teaching responsibilities faced by schools and teachers if they are to provide refugee youth 
with access to an equitable education.  
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